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Early Settlement of Walnut Grove 

By 
WILLIAM EPLEB. 

Walnut Grove, formerly a beautiful body of timber, located 
on the upper branches of Little Indian Creek, now in Cass Co. 
Ills., approximately three miles long and one wide, and near 
the South boundries of Township 17, N. Eanges 9 and 10 W. 
about equally divided between the two townships. This beau- 
tiful grove contained every variety of timber common to the 
uplands of Central Illinois, and all the wild fruits common 
thereto, both timber and fruits in excellent perfection. 

The first permanent settler at the Grove was Peter Con- 
over, who settled on the South side of the Grove in the S. W. 
l^ of Sec. 36, T. 17, N. Eange 10 W. in 1822, a year before the 
organization of Morgan Co. 

He was connected with the present generation of his de- 
scendants, as follows : He was the youngest brother of Levi 
Conover, who was the grandfather of the late George Con- 
over, of Virginia, Cass County, Illinois, of Charles W. Con- 
over, of Ashland, Illinois, and of Mrs. William Epler of Lake 
Charles, Louisiana. 

Mr. Conover came from Woodford Co. Ky., though born, 
raised and educated in New Jersey, near Monmouth. 

He was the father of a large family, five sons and three 
daughters, all of whom came from Kentucky with him, settling 
along the Southern side of the Grove, on land which he en- 
tered as they arrived at maturity. Thinking timber would 
ultimately become scarce, which opinion was shared by all 
early settlers, he planted six or eight acres in black locust. 
That planting grew and prospered, has yielded fencing posts 
by the thousand and thousands still remain. It was as much 
as 90 years ago when that Locust Grove was planted. 
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The old Peter Conover homestead and Locust Grove, are 
still in the possession of a descendant of the family, Charles 
W. Conover. 

Dominions Conover, the father of Peter, emigrated from 
Holland about 1720, settling in New Jersey near Monmouth 
Co. He was the father of five sons, William, John, Garrett, 
Levi and Peter, Peter being the youngest. Four of these 
brothers served as cavalrymen throughout the Revolutionary 
War, generally in Washington's division of the Army, Peter 
being too young to serve. It is related, shortly preceding the 
battle of Monmouth, the father, Dominicus, was killed by a 
flash of lightning. The sons then with Washington were per- 
mitted to go home to attend their father's funeral. It was 
during their absence that the battle occurred. Thus it was 
that a double sorrow came to them, for they ever after re- 
gretted missing the battle. 

Eames in his interesting history of Morgan County, says, 
*' Peter Conover was a man of more than ordinary informa- 
tion and intelligence and an active member of the Baptist 
church." Eames in his Historic Morgan ,relates that he was 
a member of the ^'Morganian Society," a society founded in 
1823, to prevent slavery in Illinois. Eames also states that 
he was a member of the first Board of County Commis- 
sioners, after the organization of the county in 1823, and fur- 
ther states that he was the first President of the Morgan Co. 
Bible Society. It can be said that the first Sunday school in 
the county was organized in Jersey Prairie at or near Old 
Princeton, by Joseph T. Leonard, aided doubtless by the ad- 
vice and help of Peter Conover. The widow of Mr. Leonard 
was still living at the time Mr. Eames compiled his history, 
having married the Rev. John Rucker of Jersey Prairie. 
Grandma Rucker is still lovingly remembered by all the old, 
still surviving settlers in and around Jersey Prairie. It 
would seem from the above historical data that Peter Con- 
over brought with him when he came to Walnut Grove, Chris- 
tian citizenship and its good influence is still felt. 

It should be stated, before passing, that Grandma Conover, 
the wife of Mr. Conover, brought with her the manners and 
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Christian culture of the Revolutionary period and maintained 
them, as is still well remembered, until her last days. 

In 1829 there came to Morgan Co. from Clark Co. Indiana, 
Capt. Charles Beggs. Capt. Beggs bought a block of the land 
which Mr. Conover had entered, and became a near neighbor 
of Mr. Conover. 

Capt. Charles Beggs was born in Rockingham Co. Virginia, 
in 1775, emigrating to Kentucky in 1797, and to Indiana in 
1800. Like Mr. Conover, he brought with him a large family 
and good and good christian citizenship, the full counterpart 
of his near neighbor. Capt. Beggs served Indiana in her terri- 
torial and State legislatures and was a member of the conven- 
tion that framed her constitution under which she was ad- 
mitted as a State. He was with Harrison in his campaign 
against the Indians on the Upper Wabash, commanding a com- 
pany of light-horse in the battle of Tippecanoe. 

The old homestead of Capt. Beggs still remains in Morgan 
County, located near the northwest corner of the northwest 
quarter of Section 1, Town 16 north, range 10 west. The three 
mile strip that was taken from Morgan and added to Cass in 
1845 put the old Conover homestead about as far into Cass 
as the Beggs homestead is in Morgan, about 40 rods. 

Jersey Prairie, one of the most beautiful and fertile prai- 
ries in Morgan County lies immediately south of and adjoining 
the Grove, receiving its name from the fact that it was first 
settled by New Jersey people. 

With these New Jersey people came the brothers. Rev. John 
G. Bergen, afterwards long a resident of Springfield, Sanga- 
mon County, and Jonathan C. Bergen. These brothers, in 
1833, laid out Princeton, east of and adjoining the Conover 
Settlement, giving the name Princeton to their embryo vil- 
lage because it was located in Jersey Prairie and for the addi- 
tional reason they came from New Jersey and were educated 
at Princeton College. 

Princeton soon became an important neighborhood center. 
Churches were built ; it contained houses and shops and every 
accessory required by an early pioneer settlement, and they 
were many, as this was before the introduction of factory 
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goods and before the era of the mail-order house. Princeton 
had its day of nsefuhiess and prosperity. Eailroads in build- 
ing left it to one side; it declined and finally was abandoned 
— once a mart and the seat of culture, it may now be classed 
with **the lost cities of the plains.'' 

For the next twelve or fifteen years, following the settle- 
ment of Peter Conover, a most excellent class of people, mostly 
from Kentucky, Virginia, Indiana and New Jersey, settled in 
and around the Grove. 

In 1833, Walnut Grove school house was built. It was located 
in a clearing of two or three acres, in about the center of the 
Grove, on elevated land, near Little Indian Creek, near the 
southeast corner of the southwest quarter of Section 25, Town- 
ship 17, 10 Eange 10 west, on land entered by Isaac Mitchell 
October 24, 1832, and loaned by him to the settlers for school 
purposes. It was one of the earliest school houses in the 
northern part of Morgan County. The nearest dwelling 
thereto was that of Abner Tinnen, about one-fourth mile to the 
east. To the north, down the hill under the bank of Little 
Indian Creek, was a fine spring, from which drinking water 
was obtained. The house was constructed of Lynn logs, large 
and straight, hewn on two sides, inside and outside, covered 
with shingles, in dimensions about twenty feet square, was 
heated by a large iron stove, the first stove seen in that part 
of the county; two large windows on each side, north and 
south. These windows were not provided with grease paper 
for lights, as was usual, but were fitted with real window glass. 
The whole constituted a very creditable and comfortable school 
house for that day, in fact, quite equal to many of the present 
day found in the country, except in the matter of furniture, 
wMch consisted of benches without backs. 

Among those who attended school here were the children of 
James Stevenson, Thomas Gatton, Daniel Short, Jacob Epler, 
Jacob Lorance, Isaac Mitchell, Alexander Beard, William 
Berry, Charles Beggs, Peter Conover, John Epler, Jacob and 
Jonathan C. Bergen, Nathan Compton, John Bosenberger, 
Samuel Montgomery and others. Among the early teachers 
were a Mr. Pence, who died a few years ago in Macon County, 
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Illinois ; Joel C. Eobinson taught in 1835 and 1836, afterwards 
going to Kentucky near Louisville, where in an altercation 
with a student was shot and killed; one Leonard taught in 
the early 40 's, was familiarly known as **Boss Leonard,^* re- 
ceiving this affectionate appellation from his pupils, because 
of the stringency of his discipline. He adhered strictly to the 
old theory that * * there could be no larnin without licking. ' * In 
spite of this he was a very eflBcient teacher. 

As far as known, only three persons are now living who 
attended school at the old Walnut Grove School house. They 
are John T. Epler of Pleasant Plains, Sangamon County ; Wil- 
liam Elliott, banker and farmer of Virginia, Cass County, Illi- 
nois, and William Epler of Lake Charles, Louisiana. B. F. 
W. Stribling taught this school, as did the late Judge Cyrus 
Epler, when a student in Illinois College. 

Others whose names can not be recalled taught. It can not 
now be recalled that more than two ladies ever taught in the 
old Walnut Grove School house. Miss Sue West, daughter of 
Amos West, second member of the Illinois Legislature from 
Cass County, and Miss Melville Blair, a highly cultured Scotch 
lady, both giving excellent satisfaction. 

Walnut Grove School house was in constant use, often as 
church, as well as school, until a night in May, 1845, when it 
was swept entirely away by a passing tornado, and was never 
rebuilt. It served its day and generation well, for it can be 
said there went from out its walls youths and young people 
who later in life adorned the pulpit, the bench and bar and 
every useful calling. 

It is sad to have to say that with the old pioneer school 
house, the beautiful grove, too, is mostly gone. The axe and 
plow, in quest of dollars, have worked the ruin. What should 
be said of those candid, unpretending early settlers, honorable 
and good, who came to make their homes in and around Walnut 
Grove, from 1822 to 1835? Their many virtues are still un- 
numbered, their faults, if they had any, are forgotten. 

Let it at least be said of them that they, as a general thing, 
lived up to that Golden Rule which requires of man to do unto 
his f ellowman, as he would be done by. And it can further be 
said of them, they constructed roads, fostered schools, built 
churches and developed great farms. 



